Letters to the Editor
Preference is given to letters commenting on contributions published recently in the JRSM. They should not exceed400 words and should be typed double-spaced. 'Sciences' basic to psychiatry Teaching nutrition to medical students Sir, The editorial by Professor Watson and the Report of the Forum on Food and Health <March 1988 JRSM, p 125 and p 176) both show how the ancient patterns of thought change slowly, although Armstrong, in the same issue (p 161) mentions Sedgewick on ergotism. Some medical practitioners find patients with myalgic encephalomyelitis improve on a yeast free regimen and nystatin may wonder if fungi cause disease in the immune dysregulated person and hope students are taught about nutrition. The benefit of local academic departments of nutrition and the newly endowed chairs of Human Nutrition at Leeds and St Bartholomew's Hospital may in time alert psychiatrists to the effect of food intake on the Psyche. The study on abnormal intestinal absorption and schizophrenia found why some benefit from a gluten free diet.', Further support comes from a report on zinc deficiency in children with dyslexia'', Also, the study sponsored by Larkhall Laboratories reported on the BBC QED programme chaired by Professor A. Clare showed the effect of vitamin and mineral supplementation on intelligence of a sample of schoolchildren''.
Those doctors who feel a good mixed diet should provide adequate protection should read Cannon on the relationship between the multinational food manufacturers and government advisory bodies to understand why the people in the United Kingdom are the 'worst fed in the European Community", Education of future doctors, nurses and administrators is essential to reverse this. Sir, It may be true that spectacular new diseases lead to panic but, historically, the most important feature of sexually transmitted diseases (STD's) has been their failure to modify public behaviour, a matter of some significance for AIDS control. In his letter (June 1988JRSM, P 370), Dr Ross' comparison with syphilis is even more apt than he implies: whether or not it produced panic in 1492 it was, by the 19th century, as menacing and effectively incurable as is AIDS, far more widespread, far more infectious, and a leading contributor to the load on both general and psychiatric medicine which most of us alive today underestimate. If it did not produce immunodeficient death, syphilis produced gummas, aneurisms, Charcot's joints, general paralysis and tabes dorsalis which mercurials could mitigate rather as AZT appears to mitigate AIDS but does not usually cure. In the face of this disfiguring and disabling spectrum of disease, public behaviour remained persistently reckless -how reckless we can judge from the list of talented celebrities who died of the disease. 'Panic', in fact, can really only be used to qualify the intermittent legislative attempts to control syphilis -by licensing, inspection and incarceration of prostitutes, and later by premarital testing (still in force in the USA). In Britain, especially, there was the same undertone of near-satisfaction that irregular behaviour carried a penalty which has occasionally surfaced over AIDS. It was this, perhaps, which restrained the one effective public health measure prior to penicillin -the introduction of crude genital antiseptics, which postdated the discovery of organic arsenicals and was forced on us by the First World War. What would have happened to STDs if these antiseptics had been energetically pursued and encouraged among civilians in peacetime we can only guess -in troops, they were extremely effective. Neither fear of fatal disease nor moral education made much impression on the syphilization ofheterosexual populations, and the pressure was removed by the eventual widespread use of the new antibiotics. A treatment for, or an immunization against, HIV would have the same effect, leaving us with the non-lethal STDs -herpes, HPV, chlamydiasis and so on -as a continuing public health problem. AIDS may in the event do a great deal for virology, as syphilis did for the idea of chemotherapy, but if we keep our present priorities it will do very little for the overall STD problem and, in a 'one world' situation, new STDs can be expected to appear at regular intervals to repeat the cycle, while old ones acquire drug resistance. Not so a determined attempt to produce effective genital antiseptics and make their use, with or without barrier methods, at least as general as contraception now is. Our present policy rather suggests that we fear AIDS but covertly value STDs, and are not too anxious to see sexual relations made safe for fear that irregular sexual behaviour might benefit: this was said openly during the First World War, rarely today -though the Ministry of Education has just pulped 25 000 educational packs dealing with AIDS on moral grounds. Moreover, so far as I am aware, research on genital antisepsis is still not being given priority funding. If it were successful, one can forecast the problems which would attend its mention in schools. One might even wish that panic -or at least alarm -might reach a level high enough to overcome dogmatic prejudice. A COMFORT
Cranbrook Kent
Eye care and the medical student Sir, The interesting and informative article by Vernon (June 1988 JRSM, p 335) highlights the haphazard nature of ophthalmological training in some centres. A number of points can usefully be emphasized.
